EDITORIAL

AlIN PSYCHIATRY
Do Likes Reinforce Depression?
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Social interaction is a critical component of mental well-
being. Over the past few years, engagement via a variety of
virtual modes has added new components to traditional
social activities, and reduced the barriers for individuals to

stay in touch with others and
reach comparatively large au-
Related article diences. The rapid growth of

social media suggests that
people interacting with these services might find them reward-
ing. Rewards, by definition, are outcomes which reinforce pre-
ceding activities and promote repetition. However, there has
been a growing chorus of concerns around social media, sug-
gesting they might be harmful for both mental health and the
social fabric of societies more broadly.! Indeed, US court judg-
ments have come to the view that aspects of social media were
explicitly designed to induce addictive behaviors.?

Mirea and colleagues? present evidence speaking to this
issue in the context of depressive symptoms and likes on
Twitter, now known as X. Likes are one of the key mecha-
nisms to promote and maintain engagement in social media.
They provide a way of expressing agreement or support for oth-
ers’ posts and serve as a signal of support or engagement by
others. By supporting engagement, likes are likely to func-
tion as reinforcers,* eg, for moral outrage.® It is clear that likes
represent a design feature that reinforces social media
behaviors® and maximizes the time users spend on these
platforms.

The situation for depressive symptoms is, however, par-
ticularly interesting, as a core feature of depression is a reduc-
tion in the enjoyment derived from previously enjoyable
things.” As such, and as seen in numerous laboratory studies,®
individuals with depressive symptoms might a priori be ex-
pected to be less sensitive to likes, which may even have had
a protective effect.

Mirea and colleagues® examined the effect of likes on sub-
sequent posting behavior in 3 cross-sectional Twitter data-
sets. An increase in posting after a like is consistent with a re-
inforcing effect of likes. Strikingly, the first dataset revealed
that the reinforcing effect of likes was increased in individu-
als who had reported a depression diagnosis. This was con-
ceptually replicated in 2 further samples, where Twitter us-
ers had provided depression severity measurements using
2 different standardized self-report scales. Indeed, in one of
the datasets, the reinforcing effect was only visible in indi-
viduals with heightened depression symptoms. Importantly,
these effects seemed specific to depressive symptoms: it was
not accounted for by measures of overall mental health, lone-
liness, social withdrawal, or compulsive/intrusive thoughts.
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These findings are noteworthy in a number of ways. First,
with regard to depression itself: laboratory studies have long
shown a reduction of reinforcement sensitivity in depres-
sion, conceptually in keeping with the subjective experience
and clinical description of anhedonia.® The fact that, here,
reinforcement effects are increased in individuals with de-
pressive symptoms suggests that these effects are not global
and vary importantly depending on the setting, or in fact
depend on specific goals.® It may also be that patients with de-
pression feel compelled to pursue rewards that are no longer
aligned with well-being—a focus of psychotherapies. Interest-
ingly, a recent preprint examining these relationships in a
longitudinal dataset found that an increased sensitivity to
social media likes predicted declines in mental health, but
not vice versa.'?

Second, addictions are clinically characterized by a nar-
rowing of interest on the abused substance." In this study,?
there were no separate measures of addiction. However, abroad
reduction in interests (seen in reported symptoms of depres-
sion) combined with a heightened reward effect in response
to social media likes would certainly be the kind of pattern to
be expected if social media likes had addictive effects. In that
sense, it cannot be excluded that what appears as depression
in this study® may reflect a component of the addictive pat-
tern noted in the US judgments against YouTube and Meta.?
Note, however, that a recent preprint did not find the neuro-
cognitive signatures of addiction for social media, which we
would expect for more established addictions.'?

What this work emphasizes, however, is that social me-
dia designs or affordances, such as likes, interact with as-
pects of reinforcement learning, such as how we learn from ex-
pected rewards, value expected reward, and select actions.®
Critically, with such technologies designed to maximize time
spent online, as part of the so-called attention economy, they
are inherently motivated to ensure highly rewarding experi-
ences that lead to repeated and ongoing engagement. How such
short-term reward exploitation relates to longer-term and more
cumulative mental health processes is still largely unknown.
But this current work? highlights that there could be concern-
ing influences at play.

Furthermore, these influences might be further magni-
fied in an age of artificial intelligence (AI), which is also de-
signed to maximize use and promote user return. Therefore,
this problem is not going away. Indeed, recent work has found
that humans prefer Al that is sycophantic far beyond normal
human levels' and that this could also negatively influence
the accuracy of Al advice given.'* A better understanding of
how short-term reward optimization interacts with reinforce-

JAMA Psychiatry Published online July 8,2026

© 2026 American Medical Association. All rights reserved, including those for text and data mining, Al training, and similar technologies.

Downl oaded from j amanet wor k. com by Princeton University user on 07/21/2026

E1


https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/fullarticle/10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2026.1430?utm_campaign=articlePDF%26utm_medium=articlePDFlink%26utm_source=articlePDF%26utm_content=jamapsychiatry.2026.1373
http://www.jamapsychiatry.com?utm_campaign=articlePDF%26utm_medium=articlePDFlink%26utm_source=articlePDF%26utm_content=jamapsychiatry.2026.1373

E2

Opinion Editorial

ment learning processes as well as longer-term individual and
societal health dynamics is critical.

The work®has limitations. It only considered Twitter likes,
but it seems rather unlikely that none of these effects should
generalize to other platforms built around likes. The causal di-
rection is an important caveat in any correlational work, as such
analyses cannot determine the direction of the causal arrow.
The temporal lag of the effects across the 3 studies does sug-
gest that it was preexisting depressive symptoms that in-

creased like sensitivity. However, it cannot be excluded that
the reinforcing effect of likes could instead be the cause of
increases in depression symptoms, or that a third factor could
have caused both. Any causal effect of social media likes on
depressive symptoms should be of major concern to policy-
makers and may be relevant to legal arguments of harm. Con-
versely, if social media likes increase engagement in certain
vulnerable subgroups, then this raises ethical concerns war-
ranting consideration of safeguarding steps.
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